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ABSTRACT 

A new breed of nontraditional institution has arisen to meet 
the demands of working adults who want to participate in lifelong learning 
but lack the time for full- or part-time study at a traditional institution. 
These new institutions range from completely virtual universities, online 
arms of existing institutions, learning marketplaces, or brokers of other 
institutions' online courses. Although there are many legitimate virtual 
institutions, cyber versions of diploma mills are also springing up. 
Legitimate virtual learning sites are beginning to be accredited through 
existing agencies such as the North Central Association Commission on 
Institutions of Higher Education. Accrediting agencies and candidate 
institutions must learn new evaluation methods. For example, traditional 
evaluation instruments contain questions that are irrelevant in the online 
environment. Key issues regarding virtual learning include: (1) 

educational/information technology tends to increase costs; (2) the questions 
of who will regulate a global learning market and how employers can evaluate 
credentials must be answered; and (3) virtual universities will help only 
those who have the necessary equipment and experience to be comfortable with 
the technologies. (An annotated bibliography constituting approximately 75% 
of this document contains 22 references.) (MN) 
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A new breed of nontraaitional institution has arisen to meet the 
demands of working adults with multiple responsibilities who hear 
the inescapable call for lifelong learning, yet cannot fit full- or even 
part-time study at a traditional institution into their schedules (Jo- 
seph 1999; Stamps 1998). These new institutions range from com- 
pletely virtual universities (such as Jones International University) 
to online arms of existing institutions (e.g., University of Illinois' 
degree programs in library and information science and engineer- 
ing) to learning marketplaces or brokers of other institutions’ online 
courses (e.g., www.hungryminds.com or Western Governors Uni- 
versity) (Abernathy 1999; Strong and Hannon 1997). 

Although there are many legitimate virtual institutions, cyber ver- 
sions of diploma mills are also springing up (Geber 1999; Guernsey 
1997). These places use the visual glitz of the Web and the willing 
suspension of disbelief with which many people approach it to sell 
"degrees” that require no coursework or tuition. Legitimate virtual 
learning sites are beginning to be accredited by existing agencies 
such as the North Central Association Commission on Institutions 
of Higher Education. These agencies and the candidate institutions 
must learn new evaluation methods; for example, traditional in- 
struments have questions that are irrelevant in the online environ- 
ment and data are now being collected through web-based ques- 
tionnaires and e-mail focus gioups (Zuniga and Pease 1998). At the 
same time, some phony virtual universities invoke the names of 
equally suspicious agencies as sources of their "accreditation” (Geber 
1999). Consumer guides to virtual learning may be found in 
Abernathy (1999), Mcllheran (1997), and Phillips and Yager (1998), 
and principles of good practice for virtual universities are provided 
by Johnstone and Krauth (1997). 

Gladieux and Swail (1999) outline some key issues regarding virtual 
learning: (l) educational/information technology tends to increase 
costs; (2) who will regulate a global learning market and how can 
employers evaluate credentials?; and (3) virtual universities will help 
only those who have the necessary equipment and experience to be 
comfortable with the technologies, thus raising new barriers for those 
traditionally underrepresented in higher education. Although finan- 
cial aid is not yet widely available for distance learning, some em- 
ployers offer tuition assistance as a benefit (Phillips and Yager 1997) . 
A new U.S. Department of Education demonstration program is 
seeking to broaden opportunities for distance learners by expanding 
eligibility for financial aid and encouraging innovative uses of tech- 
nology (Learning Anytime Anywhere Partnerships 1999). 
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